The debate about the empowerment potential of women ' 
Introduction
The debate about the relationship between women's access to paid work and their position within family and society is a long-standing one (see review of this literature in Kabeer, 2008) . Liberal and Marxist researchers, including feminists of both persuasions, have argued that paid work contributes to women's empowerment, increasing the perceived value of their productive contributions, strengthening their bargaining power within the family and enhancing their position in the wider community. These views have been given a fresh lease of life within the international development community with the increasing participation of women in the labour force that has accompanied globalization and the concomitant interest in its impact on their 'economic empowerment'. Corporations, donors and NGOs are now focused on improving women's access to paid work as the fundamental driver for achieving such empowerment.
There are also more negative assessments. These point to the survival imperatives that drive many women to seek work, their confinement to a restricted range of paid activities, the harsh conditions which characterise much of this work and their continued responsibility for unpaid household labour, leading to longer working days for women than men.
These conflicting views appear to reflect a variety of factors, including differences in the conceptualisation of empowerment; in the contexts in which the analysis is carried out; in the kinds of paid work available in these contexts and in the cultural meanings attached to them. In this paper, we set out to explore the empowerment potential of women's access to the labour market in the specific context of Bangladesh, a country in which the restriction of market opportunities for women and their resulting dependence on male provision across their lifecourse has long been seen as a foundational aspect of their subordinate status within society.
Continuity and change in patriarchal relations in Bangladesh
The gender and development literature on Bangladesh in the years following its independence in 1971 sketched out a broad-brush picture of patriarchal structures in the society at the time (Cain et al., 1979; McCarthy and Feldman, 1984; Adnan, 1993) . It pointed out that the widespread practice of patrilineal inheritance, the transmission of descent and property through the male line, left women genealogically irrelevant and effectively propertyless. Hierarchical structures within the family meant that authority was vested in its senior male member who made key decisions on behalf of the rest of the family. Purdah norms restricted women's mobility in the public domain, confining them to reproductive responsibilities along with those forms of productive work that could be carried out in and around the home.
Women tended to marry outside their own kinship systems and generally outside their natal villages. They were thus cut off from the support of, and ability to contribute to, their natal family after marriage, lowering the value of daughters to parents. The emergence of the practice of dowry, sometime in the second half of the 20 th century, shifted the net flow of wealth at marriage from the bride's family, as had previously been the case, to that of the groom, further intensifying the perception of daughters as economic liabilities. Not surprisingly, Bangladesh was characterised by a culture of strong son preference and by the high levels of fertility necessary to assure the survival of a minimum number of sons.
In their study of rural Bangladesh carried out in the late 1970s, Cain et al. (1979) coined the concept of 'patriarchal risk' to capture women's lifelong dependence on men and the precipitous decline in their material condition and social status which frequently accompanied the loss of the male breadwinner/guardian through widowhood, divorce or desertion. One obvious way for women to have secured themselves against such risk would have been through paid work so that they had some resources of their own to fall back on should such risk materialize. However, in the face of a highly gender-stratified labour market, this did not appear to be a realistic option. A small minority of educated urban women benefited from government quotas in socially acceptable public sector employment, but these opportunities were extremely limited. The only other group of women who left the shelter of their homes to seek paid work in the public domain came from households who could not afford to observe purdah norms. They were found in various forms of poorly-paid, casual daily wage labour.
Given the apparent non-negotiability of these restrictions on paid employment as a means for mitigating women's economic dependence, Cain et al. (1979) offered a gloomy prognosis for women's position in Bangladesh society: 'The systemic nature of patriarchy suggests that solutions to the problem of women's vulnerability and lack of income-earning opportunities will not be easily reached ' (p. 434) As it happens, a number of positive changes have taken place since that time. Growth rates increased from annual rates of 3% in the 1970s to 5-6% in recent years along with gradual but steady declines in poverty (Osmani et al, 2003) . A determined push on modern family planning services accelerated the decline in fertility rates that had begun more gradually sometime in the 1960s (Kabeer, 2001 ) while active state and NGO support for girls' education helped to reverse the gender gap at primary and secondary levels (World Bank 2008) . Female labour force participation rates rose -gradually but steadily -from the 4% recorded in the 1974 Bangladesh Census (Mahmud and Mahmud, 1991) to 36% according to the 2010 Labour Force Survey (Gov. of Bangladesh, 2011) . While some of this rise clearly represented the distress sale of labourpoorer women continue to report higher rates of labour force participation -it also reflected the expansion of economic opportunities for women from various sources. These included the emergence of community-based provision of social services as respectable employment options for women with some education; the massive expansion of NGO-led microfinance services to promote female entrepreneurship; and the growth of a largely female-intensive export-oriented garment industry (World Bank, 2008) .
At the same time, patriarchal constraints have not disappeared. While the gender gap in school enrolment has been eradicated at lower levels of education, it persists in completion rates and women continue to lag behind in tertiary education. Economic opportunities for women have expanded, but official statistics suggest that the bulk of working women are concentrated in home-based self-employment (Gov. of Bangladesh, 2011) . The norm of the male breadwinner remains strong in policy and popular discourse as does women's secondary earner status. Purdah persists as a powerful form of social control over women's mobility and while most women resort to some form of 'veiling' in the public domain, they continue to face various forms of harassment. This raises a question about the extent to which women's access to new resources and opportunities have actually served to transform their position either at home or in the wider society. This paper draws on a combination of survey data and qualitative evidence to explore this question in greater detail.
A note on the research methodology

Concepts and measures
While existing efforts to quantify the empowerment potential of women's access to paid work in the context of Bangladesh have generally reported positive results (Salway et al. 2005; Heath, 2014; Anderson and Eswaran, 2009) , they have a number of limitations. First of all, they either focus on whether or not women were in paid work or else they focus on the impact of specific kinds of paid work, namely garment factory work and microenterprise. They do not distinguish between the different kinds of paid and unpaid economic activity that characterise women in Bangladesh. Secondly, their measures of empowerment tend to be confined to women's role in household decision-making, their mobility in the public domain and, in some studies, the incidence of domestic violence. There has been far less attention to other aspects of gender dynamics in family and community life.
Our research sought to address these limitations. We conceptualized empowerment in terms of changes that went 'against the grain' of the structures of patriarchal constraint in the Bangladesh context, encompassing changes at the level of individual consciousness, family relations and community interactions (Kabeer, 2008) . We drew on this conceptualization to design a survey questionnaire that captured these dimensions through three sets of questions.
The first set related to individual values and perceptions. It asked women about the importance they attached to their productive contributions to the family, whether paid or unpaid; whether they felt they had some control over what happened in their lives 1 , a question intended to capture their 'sense of agency'; and finally, in view of the strong culture of son preference, whether, if they could have only one child, they would prefer a boy, a girl or were indifferent.
The second set of questions sought to capture changes in intra-household gender relations. Women were asked how their families viewed their productive contributions to the household, whether paid and unpaid; whether they had a major say in relation to certain decisions (disposal of own earnings, own health care, routine daily purchases and purchase of productive assets); and finally, whether they had savings of their own.
The third set of questions focused on changes in the wider community. Women were asked how the community viewed their productive efforts and whether they were approached by others in the community for advice and information, both indicators of community attitudes. To capture political dimensions of change, they were asked whether they knew about labour laws and about social protection programmes; whether they had voted in recent elections and of those who voted, whether they had voted according to their own judgement or according to the wishes of others; whether they had campaigned in the local and national elections; whether they had participated in the shalish, informal justice forums operating at village level; and whether they had participated in any form of collective action to protest injustice or claim their rights.
In addition, women were asked about mobility in the public domain in order to ascertain possible change in norms of female seclusion. The questions on mobility distinguished between visits to health clinics, likely to be an acceptable location, given women's responsibilities for family care, and visits to local markets and to rural committees/shalish, less socially acceptable locations since they relate to male sphere of responsibilities. Since some women might visit these locations out of necessity, our questions were framed to ask whether they felt comfortable visiting these locations on their own.
Women's economic activities were the central explanatory variable in our study. In keeping with our basic proposition that the cultural meaning and transformative potential of paid work might vary for different types of work, we classified women's work according to two analytically significant characteristics: location and remuneration. This gave us four categories: marketoriented work outside the home; market-oriented work within the home; unpaid economic activity within the home and economic inactivity.
On theoretical grounds, we expected paid work outside the home to carry greater transformative potential than work within the home because of its greater social visibility and remunerated status (Sen, 1990) . At the same time, such work was also most likely to violate purdah norms and reflect adversely on the households' social standing in the community. This suggested that the relationship between paid work and women's empowerment was unlikely to be a straightforward one, but partly mediated by considerations of cultural norms and household status.
Along with paid work, our survey collected data on a number of other critical resources which are hypothesized in the wider literature to have transformative potential. Both education and access to media are considered to expand women's knowledge and exposure to new ideas (see Jejheeboy, 1995; Jensen and Oster, 2009) . We sought to measure this through questions about women's education levels, about whether they had viewed TV in the previous week and whether they owned a mobile phone. Ownership of productive assets, also considered to be empowering (see Agarwal, 1994) , was measured by whether women owned any residential property (homestead land or housing) in their own name, a more likely possibility than ownership of cultivable land.
While most microfinance NGOs in Bangladesh provide access to credit, itself considered an empowering resource, their focus on group formation, often combined with various forms of skills and legal literacy training, has been seen as having independent transformative potential (Hashemi et al. 1996) . We therefore used membership of NGOs as well as access to loans to capture two potential pathways through which these organisations might bring about change.
Along with these explanatory variables, we controlled for a number of variables likely to have direct or indirect influence on the changes we were interested in: individual characteristics (such as women's age, marital status and religion), household characteristics (such as wealth and gender and education of head) and geographical location. There is some debate in Bangladesh as to whether wearing burkah/hijab signifies adherence with cultural/religious norms and hence a likely indicator of conservatism or a strategic decision to enable freedom from harassment in the public domain, an interpretation more consistent with our empowerment indicators (Rozario, 2006) . To throw some light on this debate, we included a question on whether women routinely wore burkah/hijab when they left their home.
Data collection
Our research methodology was influenced by the growing literature on the value of combining quantitative and qualitative data in efforts to make sense of social phenomena (Campbell and Holland, 2005) . We therefore sought to use our survey data to quantify the relationship between women's access to certain critical resources, including paid work, and our various indicators of empowerment while we drew on the qualitative interviews to gain insights into some of the causal processes through which access to critical resources might translate into change in women's lives.
We had collected our quantitative data through a survey carried out in 2008 as part of DFIDfunded research programme on women's empowerment 2 . Respondents were selected from locations spread over eight districts in Bangladesh, chosen to represent different socio-economic conditions. Faridpur and Narayanganj represented urban/peri urban locations; Chapainababganj, Maulvibazaar and Comilla were considered to be among the more socially conservative; Tangail was one of the more prosperous areas in the country; while Kurigram and Bagerhat were among the poorest. We randomly selected 12 villages each from five of our districts. We also purposively selected 4 villages from Comilla and from Tangail and one from Faridpur on the basis of prior research in these villages. A preliminary census was carried out on all women aged 15 and above in the selected locations, giving a total of 35, 494 women. These women were classified into four categories based on their primary occupation, and proportionate random samples of 625 women were selected from each location. This gave us a total sample of 5198 women aged 15 and above.
After we had conducted preliminary analysis of our survey data, we used qualitative methods to explore the meaning of our quantitative findings. This involved semi-structured interviews with a sample of 50 respondents drawn from four of the survey locations and selected to represent the different economic activities covered by the survey. Consent to participate in qualitative interviews was obtained when we contacted those who had been selected for the interviews. Each interview lasted between one and two hours and was organized very loosely around their life histories. The conversational format allowed us to explore in greater depth how the women viewed the critical resources that had featured in our survey. However, given limitations of space, we confine our discussion in this paper to their views about paid work.
Profile of sample respondents
We had intended to conduct our analysis on the basis of the four categories of economic activity outlined earlier, but preliminary analysis of the survey data made it clear that the women working outside the home were a very heterogeneous category and included some of the poorest as well as some of the most affluent women in our sample. We therefore divided this category into three further sub-categories: formal/quasi-formal waged work, informal waged work and informal selfemployment outside the home. Table 1 reports on the individual and household characteristics of women in the resulting 6 categories. It should be noted that for a variety of reasons, including more careful questioning, our survey found a higher percentage of women in market-oriented self-employment within the home than official statistics and hence higher overall rates of female labour force participation (Mahmud and Tasneem, 2011). 3.5% of our sample were found to be in formal/semi-formal waged work. This referred to forms of wage work that were characterized by regularity in earnings, often paid on a monthly basis, for organizations that were usually formally registered. A third of these women worked in export garment factories while the rest were employed in various forms of community-based services provided by government and NGOs. 6% of our sample were informal waged workers, either domestic servants or daily wage labourers in agricultural and non-agricultural activities while 3.6% worked in informal self-employment outside the home either on the family farm or in petty trade and service provision. 13 percent of the women in our sample were thus classified as working outside the home. 47% were in market-oriented self-employment within the home, making up the single largest category, while 17.5% were in unpaid economic activity. Both these groups were primarily engaged in rearing livestock and poultry, homestead cultivation and making handicrafts but the former regularly sold some or all of their products while the latter produced largely for use or consumption by the family. Finally 22% were economically inactive.
Formal/semi-formal wage workers were considerably more educated than women in other categories, more likely to have watched TV and more likely to own a mobile phone. While most were married, as was the overall population, they were younger than other categories and had fewer children. Along with women in unpaid economic activity and economically inactive women, they were more likely to come from the wealthiest third of households and to have educated household heads.
Women in informal waged work were clearly the poorest in our sample. They were far less likely than any other category to have any education (none had post-secondary education), their household heads were also less likely to have any education, they were less likely to have access to TV, none of them owned a mobile phone and 80% came from the poorest third of households in the survey. They were somewhat older than the rest, more likely to be widowed, divorced and separated and more likely to report themselves as household heads. The high incidence of female headship in this group probably explains why they were also more likely to report owning their home or homestead land but this did not amount to more than few decimals of land and a hut.
Women in self-employment outside the home differed from those in home-based selfemployment in a number of ways. They were more likely to be single, more likely to head their own households and had higher levels of education. Women in self-employment within the home, whether market or consumption-oriented, had very similar demographic profiles in terms of age, marital status and female headship but those in market-oriented activity were poorer than those producing for own consumption.
The economically inactive women in our sample were the wealthiest category in our sample and, along with women in formal waged work most likely to report educated household heads. However, the fact that they had lower levels of education than women in formal waged work suggests that their inactivity may have partly reflected their greater difficulty in accessing socially respectable forms of employment.
A number of other points are worth noting. First of all, while most women took primary responsibility for care work and household chores, regardless of their work status, there was greater variation in responsibility for care work than household chores, possibly because variations in marital status and children. Interestingly, economically inactive women were least likely to report primary responsibility for either forms of work, possibly because as the wealthiest group, their households could afford to hire others to do this work.
Secondly, levels of NGO membership were higher among economically active categories of women than the economically inactive. The three largest NGOs in the country, BRAC, ASA and Grameen, accounted for around 70% of NGO membership in the sample. Levels of borrowing did not vary systematically by work category but of those who borrowed, over 80% borrowed from NGOs.
Around 90% of the women in our sample were Muslims, with Hindus making up the rest. While Muslim women obviously made up the majority in each work category, Hindus were more likely to be found in informal work outside the home. Around half of the women in the sample -of whom 99% were Muslims -routinely wore burkah/hijab when they left the home. They were more likely to be found in home-based activity and to come from wealthier households.
In terms of location, women in the urban/peri-urban areas of Faridpur and Narayanganj were predictably more likely than others to be in formal wage employment (with those in urban Narayanganj most likely to be in the garment sector). Women in Comilla and Chapainababganj, both selected as examples of socially conservative areas, were least likely to engage in work outside the home -Maulvibazar, also selected for its social conservatism, did not conform to our expectations. Kurigram, the poorest location in our sample, reported the highest percentages of women in informal waged work and the lowest percentage of economically inactive women. Table 2 highlights some differences in perceptions and conditions relating to different categories of activity. Most economic activities were carried out throughout the year but they varied considerably in terms of hours of work per day. In general, waged work involved longer hours of work per day while economic activity within the home involved fewer hours, possibly because it was more likely to be combined with domestic responsibilities.
Formal/semi-formal work carried more benefits than informal economic activity, as might be expected, but these benefits were unevenly distributed with many not enjoying any benefits at all. The conditions associated with different categories of work varied in other ways as well. Women working outside the home were more likely to report harassment and abuse at work than those working from home. They were also likely to report adverse effects of work on their health, particularly those in informal waged work. Finally, women in self-employment within the home were more likely to express satisfaction with their work and their work environment than those working outside. There are many reasons why this might be the case: compatibility with cultural norms, the ability to combine income-generation with domestic responsibilities and awareness of the harassment associated with outside work. Those working in informal waged work were least likely to express satisfaction either with their work environment or with their work. Given the poverty of these women, and the high percentage of divorced, separated and widowed women among them, informal waged work clearly represented distress sales of labour rather than the pull of economic opportunities.
Paid work and women's empowerment: bivariate analysis
We use bivariate analysis to begin exploration of the relationship between women's economic activities and our empowerment indicators. The first three indicators in Table 3 relate to individual values and attitudes. We find that women in formal waged work were most likely to report that the productive work they did was 'very important' for their households followed in order by those in informal waged work, those in informal self-employment outside the home, those in paid self-employment within the home and finally, those in unpaid economic activity. Economically inactive women were least likely to express this view. Clearly perceptions of the importance of their own work contribution were strongly influenced by its social visibility and its remunerated status.
There was a loose relationship between expressions of son preference and paid work outside the home, with women in formal paid work least likely to express son preference. The relationship between work status and women's sense of control over their own lives was less consistent but it is worth noting that women in formal employment were more likely than the rest to express it while those in informal wage employment were least likely.
The next set of indicators relate to family relationships. As far as women's views about their families' perceptions of their productive contribution, once again, remunerated status and social visibility appeared to matter, leading to a close correlation between women's own views and those of their family. There did not appear to be a systematic relationship between women's work status and intra-household decision-making. Own savings were more likely to be reported by women in formal employment, followed by women in self-employment of various kinds and least likely to be reported by economically inactive women. It is worth noting that women in informal waged work were more likely than the overall average to make major decisions about disposal of their income, about their own health and about daily purchases. It is likely that the higher incidence of divorce, separation, widowhood and female headship in this group accounted for both their greater poverty as well as their greater autonomy.
The final set of indicators relate to women's agency and interactions in the public domain ( Table  3 ). As far as community perceptions of women's productive contributions were concerned, once again positive perceptions appeared to reflect considerations of remunerated status and social visibility, with over 20% of those working outside reporting positive views compared to 15% of those in paid work within the home and just 9% of those in unpaid economic activity. What is worth noting however is that the percentages of women reporting positive community perceptions were far lower than the percentages reporting positive self and family perceptions.
Knowledge about government anti-poverty programmes was extremely high (over 95% of overall sample) with little variation by work category. This is likely to reflect widespread dissemination by both media as well as NGOs. However, only 14% of the overall sample had heard about labour laws, although this rose to 48% among the small minority of women in formal waged employment: these were mainly women in the garment sector. This aspect of entitlements did not apply to most women and had clearly not received equivalent public attention.
As far as being consulted by others in the community for information and advice, women in formal employment were more likely to report this than other categories while women in informal waged work were least likely. Voting in national elections was uniformly high (90% or more) across work categories among those who were eligible and registered to vote. The percentages voting in local elections were lower and there was greater variation by work category with women in informal waged work most likely to vote! One reason why fewer women in formal waged work voted in local elections was that a third of them were garment workers who had migrated from the countryside to take up work and would have had to return to their place of origin to vote. They were often given a holiday by employers to vote in national elections but not in local elections. Of those who voted in local elections, women in waged work, both formal and informal, were more likely to make their own independent decision about voting than women in other categories. Only 1-2 % had taken part in electoral campaigns.
Women's responses about visiting different locations outside the home on their own varied by both category of work and the location in question. Not surprisingly, women in outside work reported greater ease in the public domain than those based in the home. Also predictably, given its association with their domestic responsibilities, all categories of women were more comfortable visiting the health centre and least comfortable visiting community decision-making forums, such as rural committees and shalish. Consistent with the last finding was the very small percentages of women who had participated in a shalish. The fact that women in informal waged work were more likely than other categories to have taken part in a shalish is very likely to reflect the fact that these women were more likely to be divorced or separated than other categories and hence to have attended as parties to a dispute rather than as decision-makers. Finally, less than 1% of our sample had engaged in any form of collective action to protest injustice or claim rights.
Our bivariate analysis thus suggests that the paid status of women's work had a bearing on its transformative potential. While we found this result most consistently in relation to formal work, which accounted for just 3% of our sample, it was also evident among those in other forms of paid work, particularly paid work outside the home. However, as we saw from Table 2 , women in different categories of work have very different individual and household characteristics, both in terms of their access to other critical resources which are hypothesized to have a direct influence on empowerment outcomes as well as in terms of age, religion, access to media and location, which are likely to mediate how these influences are experienced by different groups of women. In the next stage of our analysis, therefore we use multivariate regression analysis in order to separate out the impacts of different critical resources, while controlling for various individual, household and location-specific characteristics that might have a bearing on these relationships.
Paid work and women's empowerment: multivariate analysis
Given that most of our empowerment indicators were discrete rather than continuous variables, we transformed them into dichotomous variables and used logistic regression techniques to analyse our data. This allowed us to assess likely impacts associated with different categories of work in relation to a reference category of women which was, in most of the regressions, the economically inactive. In cases where the empowerment indicator related to women's earnings, we excluded non-earning women from the regression and used women in self-employment within the home as our reference category. A number of variables from Table 3 were dropped from the regression analysis: indicators of empowerment which were either uniformly high across the population (such as percentages voting in national elections) or uniformly low (such as participation in collective action) as well as explanatory variables which added little to the explanatory power of the equations, such as education of household heads and responsibility for unpaid domestic responsibities. Interestingly, while NGO membership proved significant for many of the empowerment indicators, access to loans did not. It may be that the effects of loans are being captured by NGO membership or by engagement in informal self-employment. Alternatively, of course, it may be the case that loans per se had little empowerment potential. The results of the regression analysis relating to the individual and family indicators are reported in Tables 4 while those relating to community-based indicators are reported in Table 5 .
The regression results, by and large, are consistent with those of our bivariate analysis in that they suggest that, controlling for other possible influences, paid work was more likely to be positively associated with out empowerment indicators than unpaid work and economic inactivity. At the same time, they highlight certain variations in these associations. As far as individual indicators were concerned, they suggest that economically active women, regardless of precise form of economic activity, were more likely than the economically inactive to consider their productive contributions to be important. Women in formal paid work and those in paid self-employment within the home were more likely than the rest of feel a sense of agency in relation to their lives. However, variations in work status did not appear to have a bearing on expressions of son preference.
Turning to indicators relating to family relationships, we find that economically active women were more likely than the economically inactive to believe that their families gave importance to their productive contributions. Women in formal waged work were more likely to have a major say in decisions about the disposal of their own income, their own health care and the purchase of productive assets. Women in other forms of economic activity, both within and outside the home, were more likely than the economically inactive to make decisions about their own health, small daily purchases and (with the exception of informal wage workers) the purchase of productive assets. And finally, with the exception of women in informal waged work, women in paid work were more likely to have savings of their own. Table 5 suggests that those in waged employment (both formal and informal) were more likely than the rest to believe that their productive contributions were viewed positively by the community. It also suggests that women in formal paid work and those in outside selfemployment were more likely to have been consulted by others in the community for advice and information while those in informal waged work were less likely. Women in formal employment were generally more likely to have voted in the last local election while of those who voted, they were most likely to say that they had voted according to their own judgement. Finally, the table suggests that women in waged employment, both formal and informal, were most likely to report greater ease of mobility with regard to all three locations while economically inactive women were least likely.
The other critical resources in our analysis also appeared to be significantly and positively associated with our empowerment indicators, but the strength of the association varied considerably by indicator. Of these, education, particularly post-primary education was most consistently associated with empowerment indicators at individual, household and community levels. Ownership of residential assets, NGO membership, access to TV and ownership of phone were all associated with a number of individual and household indicators, with mobility in the public domain but association with other community level indicators were weaker.
Some brief comments on patterns of association between other individual and household characteristics and our empowerment indicators are in order. Women's life course clearly had a bearing on their experience of change but it is difficult to ascertain on the basis of cross-sectional data whether this reflects the fact that various empowerment indicators, such as mobility in the public domain and consultation by others, was likely to decline with age or that older women were generally more conservative.
It is evident that 'patriarchal risk' continued to structure women's life experiences but the relationship was not a straightforward one. Widowed, divorced and separated women were less likely than married women to value their own work or make decisions about the purchase of productive assets or having savings of their own but they did have a major role in decisions about their earnings and health care, indicative perhaps of the fact that they had to take responsibility for themselves. They were also more likely to vote according to their own decisions when they voted and to report some mobility in the public domain.
The results associated with women who described themselves as household heads are worth noting. While female household heads in Bangladesh have traditionally been regarded as casualties of patriarchal risk because they were generally divorced, separated and widowed women without adult male support, the female heads in our sample did not appear to fall in this category, suggesting that the processes that lead to female headship may be changing: only 56% were divorced, widowed or separated, 34% were currently married and 12% were single. Single women who described themselves as household heads were likely to have migrated on their own in search of jobs while many of the married women who described themselves this way had husbands who had migrated to other parts of Bangladesh or had gone abroad. Whatever the reason, these women were more likely than single, married, widowed and divorced women in male-headed households to work outside the home, to value their own productive efforts, to believe that their efforts were valued by their families, to express a sense of agency, to exercise voice in household decision-making, to have their own savings, to vote according to their own decision when they did vote and to report greater mobility in the public domain.
Household wealth appeared to have a positive relationship with empowerment indicators within the home, less so outside it. Women from wealthier households were more likely to express a sense of control over their own lives and weaker son preference, to make decisions about use of income and purchase of assets and to have their own savings but they did not themselves view, or believe that their families viewed, their contribution as important and aside from greater likelihood of being consulted by others, they did not report positively on other community level indicators. Household wealth thus appears to give women a greater sense of autonomy on some issues, while imposing restrictions on others.
Religion made a difference. Muslim women were more likely than women from religious minorities to say that they valued their own work and to report mobility in the public domain and less likely to report son preference 3 but also less likely to have a say in the purchase of productive assets. Conformity to religious/cultural norms also made a difference. Controlling for various confounding influences, Muslim women who routinely wore burkah/hijab were less likely to value their own work than those who did not, less likely to report mobility in the public domain and more likely to report son preference. However, they were also more likely to have a say in the purchase of productive assets and to be consulted by others, signalling perhaps the respect accorded to those perceived to adhere to religious/cultural norms. Finally, we did not find any systematic variation in empowerment indicators by geographical location. The only consistent finding was the Comilla appeared to be more conservative than other districts by our different empowerment criterial
Paid work and women's empowerment: qualitative insights
Our cross-sectional analysis helps to establish the extent to which there was a positive and significant relationship between women's access to certain critical resources and selected indicators of empowerment. Paid work, both within the home and outside it, emerges as among the more significant of these resources, with formal paid work as the most consistently positive and significant. However, as is widely accepted within regression analysis, correlation does not imply causation. While our general assumption is that the direction of causation runs from women's access to these resources to changes in their attitudes, agency and relationships, in reality, the associations could well be due to the reverse relationship, with more empowered women more able to overcome social and cultural obstacles to taking paid work outside the home. Unfortunately, the problem of causality cannot be resolved econometrically with the variables at our disposal.
We turn instead to the qualitative data from our study to examine how some of the women from the survey sample viewed the impact of paid work on their own lives and on the lives of other women. While this does not offer a technical solution to the problem, it does provide empirically grounded insights into the possible pathways through which access to paid work impacted, or failed to impact, on manifestations of patriarchal constraint in women's lives. Our qualitative interviews suggest considerable variation in how women viewed the impact of paid work -as socially transformative, as individually empowering, as practical necessity and as survival imperative. They also suggest that these variations were partly related to the socio-economic status of the women concerned and their own experience of work. We use extracts from our interviews to convey these variations in perceptions along with the age, marital status, education levels and occupation of the interviewee.
The view that paid work was socially transformative was most likely to be articulated by women in formal or semi-formal employment with post-primary education. These women compared the indignities that they associated with total dependence on male earnings with the enhanced sense of agency and self-respect that came with women having some earnings of their own. Lily (24, married, secondary education, NGO worker) spoke of the powerlessness she associated with such dependence: Women were neglected when they did not work. These generalized views reflected beliefs about the larger impact of gaining some financial independence on women's position within family and society. Although they were offered as observations about a general phenomenon, they were more likely to be articulated by women whose own personal experience of economic activity (whether paid or unpaid) had been positive. Lily valued the ability to purchase things for herself and her children without having to rely on her husband's generosity. She also valued being able to help her mother financially from time to time. That this was still not socially acceptable was evident from the fact that while Lily's husband knew that she was helping her mother out, they both concealed this fact from her in-laws: If I tell them, they will say I am giving away their son's money. References to changing attitudes on the part of men were echoed in other accounts. As we noted earlier, Lily's husband was aware that she was contributing financially to her parents but colluded with her to conceal this from his parents who would not have approved. Korimon (45, married, primary education, garment worker) left her young son in her mother-in-law's care when she worked and received regular help from her husband in her household chores: If he comes home first or if he is already at home because there is no work, he does the cooking. He doesn't leave it in the hope that I will do it when I come home.
Tilat (24, married, secondary education, NGO worker) had faced considerable opposition from her in-laws to her desire to work. Her father-in-law did not approve of women working ('he is a bit Islamic in his outlook') while her mother-in-law accused her of putting her job before her children. However, her husband's support made it possible for her to stand up to their objections: He says, there is a need for her to work. She is educated, let her do something with her education. She will feel good and it will be good for the household as well.
Without my husband's support, I could not have done this job. He sometimes helps with the household work. He washes the clothes or cleans the rooms.
Some women were more matter-of-fact about their work. For instance, Kajol (35, Class 5, married) made mats as a way of keeping busy once she finished her household work. She saw it as a useful way to pass her time, viewed her earnings as a supplement to her husband's breadwinning efforts, she felt he appreciated her contribution but she did not give it any significance beyond that. For other women, paid work was a practical necessity. Happy (27 years, Class 4, separated, garment worker) joined a garment factory when her husband left her. She saw her work as the best livelihood option available to her, she considered her working conditions to be satisfactory and she valued her ability to provide for her sons and her mother.
But for those who had been working for much of their lives in order to survive, the idea that paid work could be empowering simply did not arise. Charu (45 years, no education, widow , agricultural wage labour) said: I have always had to work, I can't sit around.
I will get peace only when I am buried six feet under the ground…Do I have a choice about doing all this work? I have to do it. I have to run the household since I have no husband who could do it.
Jahanara (50, married, illiterate) was also the main breadwinner for her family. She did agricultural wage work when she could find it and relied on the patronage of her employer to feed her family when she could not. Paid work was a survival imperative, there was no question of empowerment: We poor constantly face crisis. It is a crisis every time we cannot bring an income home. It is a crisis when we have no food. She distinguished between the daily wage labour of the poor and the 'jobs' available to the educated: 'Our daughters work in other people's houses so their value has not gone up. Those who are educated have higher value…if our children could have studied, they could have got a job…their value increases if they get a job… They could eat and live well.
Still others had been forced to take up paid work because of a change in family circumstance. Rani (27, illiterate, divorced, agricultural wage labour) had returned to her father's house when her husband left her. She worked as a daily wage labourer in order to feed herself and her children. She did not believe that a woman without a husband had any value, no matter how hard they worked nor did she believe that that paid work undertaken as a response to economic distress could ever be experienced as empowering Although, unlike her married sisters-in-law, there was no one to discipline her or to tell her how to spend her money, she considered them more fortunate because they could rely on their husbands to feed them: They do not have to go to the haat (market), they do not have to gather wood for fuel. They can sit at home all day, cook and eat.
Khairun (44, Class 5, married, garment worker) had been forced to take up garment factory work because of the irregularity of her husband's earnings. Her day was divided between the harsh discipline of the factory floor and discharging her responsibilities at home: We came to work in garment factories so that we could earn some happiness. But it is…unhappiness that rules our lives. We spend the whole day in a room, like a prison. We have to obey others. You can't just sit for a while to rest. I come back home after work. There is no gas. It is difficult to cook. I eat with my husband and my in-laws and then we go to sleep. We wake up early in the morning, I cook and then we rush off for work again. Where is the time? Can't people even fall ill?.. There is no peace. The only peace, she added, came at the end of the month when she got her wages and they could pay their rent and eat together with their children.
Conclusion: revisiting the debate
Returning to the debates about women's access to labour market opportunities, our findings offer qualified support for the empowerment potential of paid work. First of all, our survey findings suggest that while women in paid work were generally more likely to report positive impacts in relation to our measures of empowerment than the economically inactive, these results were most consistent in relation to formal paid work, generally a more regular and socially acceptable form of work for women than others. Economically inactive women were by no means the poorest in our sample, indeed they were among the more affluent but, controlling for other possible influences, they were least likely to be empowered by our criteria.
Our qualitative interviews supported this broad relationship and pointed to some of the causal pathways underpinning it. They suggested that the women in formal employment, who had higher levels of education than others, were most likely to report positive changes in their lives as a result of their own work experience, changes that led them to believe in the socially transformative nature of paid work. Women in other forms of economic activity did not necessarily make such societal-level claims but many reported positive experiences of paid work, experiences which reflected some easing of patriarchal constraint in their personal lives -such as reduced dependence on male earnings, diminution of domestic violence, greater appreciation and support from families and some independence of purchasing power. Those least likely to view paid work as empowering, either for themselves or for women in general, had either been working in harsh and exploitative forms of work all their lives in order to survive or else been precipitated into it by some misfortune.
Secondly. our findings suggest that the 'economic empowerment' associated with women's access to paid work and other material resources can go beyond voice and agency in market-related activity, as suggested in some of the development literature (eg Golla et al., 2012) , to include other forms of tangible and intangible change, including reductions in domestic violence, courage in the public domain, enhanced political participation, greater status in the community and a greater sense of agency in relation to one's own life. Paid work, in other words, can act as a pathway to change beyond the economic domain.
At the same time, we found that access to paid work and the other critical resources that featured in our analysis generally had greater impact at the level of individuals and families than at the level of the community. Higher percentages of working women were likely to report positive self and family evaluations of their productive contributions than were likely to report positive evaluations of their work on the part of the community. While access to resources did promote mobility in the public domain, women were most comfortable in locations related to their domestic responsibilities, such as health centres, and least comfortable in relation to locations associated with male responsibilities, such as the market and rural committees. Levels of involvement in community decision making forums were very limited. While many women voted in both national and local elections, far fewer voted according to their own decisions. Even fewer had taken part in election campaigns, participated in village decision-making forums or engaged in collective action to protest injustice or claim their rights. In short, individual empowerment through education and work had not translated into greater voice within the community or collective efforts to challenge gender injustice.
Finally, there appears to be one important form of change underway that bodes well for the future. Many of the positive changes that women reported in their lives, such as their greater role in household decision-making, the family's positive views about their contributions and their greater mobility in the public domain could not have occurred without changes in their family relationships, including their relationships with dominant male members. This point was picked up in our qualitative research in terms of the support women received from their husbands, in standing up to their in-laws, for instance, greater, though by no means equal, sharing in domestic responsibilities, as well as the apparent reduction in domestic violence as more women began to share breadwinning responsibilities with men. Men, as one of our respondents claimed, appeared to be changing in their attitudes to gender relations along with women. Further research is necessary to explore this promising possibility in greater detail. 
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